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ABSTRACT  The social-emotional issues some students experience can place them at risk of 
school failure. Traditional methods of support can be ineffective or not sustainable and new 
alternative approaches need to be attempted to support social-emotional competency, school 
engagement and success for students at risk. This paper discusses preliminary outcomes of an 
equine facilitated learning (EFL) programme specifically designed to focus on using horses to 
improve the resilience and social-emotional competency in students perceived as „at risk‟ of 
school failure. This qualitative exploratory study used interviews and observations over a six 
month period to listen to the voices of the students themselves about their experiences of EFL. 
Initial findings from the pilot study suggest that EFL programmes can be a novel and motivating 
way to promote resilience training and social-emotional development of students at risk of 
failure and, in turn, improve their level of engagement and connection with school environments. 
KEYWORDS  at-risk students, equine facilitated learning, resilience, school failure, social-
emotional competence, social-emotional learning  
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INTRODUCTION 
School failure and school „drop-out‟ rates are of international concern and a genuine problem to 
be addressed by schools. In more recent times, students at risk of failure in traditional school 
settings are frequently the rule rather than the exception, and the numbers of children who 
struggle behaviourally and/or academically are growing (Stormont, Reinke, Herman, & Lembke, 
2012). According to Collins and O‟Brien (2003) a school “drop-out” can be defined as “an 
individual who has withdrawn from the school program prior to graduation or completion of an 
equivalent degree program. Label is applied regardless of whether the individual leaves the 
school program while school is in session or if he or she is beyond the age of compulsory 
attendance. Term is not applied to students who are dropped from attendance because of a 
transfer to another academic institution” (p. 113). Recently, Dowrick and Crespo (2005) claimed 
the overall drop-out rate in American schools was 10–25%, with some individual high schools 
losing as many as 10–25% of their students between the 9th and 12th grade, while another 10–
20% of students were absent from school on any given day. Rates in other countries are similar; 
for example in Australia in 2008, the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare reported overall 
retention rates to year 12 of 74–75% in Australian schools with retention for girls being slightly 
higher than for boys. The cost of these issues for both the individuals involved and society in 
general is very high. By adulthood, failure at school has the potential to lead to more long term 
issues such as underemployment, unemployment, mental health issues, criminality, substance 
abuse and general disengagement from society (Bradshaw, O‟Brennan, & McNeely, 2008). As a 
result, the long-term implications for students who are at risk of school failure has gained 
increased attention from researchers anxious to identify possible key factors which may either 
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promote or inhibit at-risk student success (Bradshaw et al., 2008; McDonald & Hayes, 2001; 
Schmied & Tully, 2009). 
 
„At-Risk‟ Students 
Over the years, definitions that describe the characteristics of students at risk have varied. Many 
definitions have focused on environmental conditions; for example, according to Montana‟s 
State Statute, an at-risk student is described as being a “student who is affected by environmental 
conditions that negatively impact the student‟s educational performance or threaten a student‟s 
likelihood of promotion or graduation” (Montana Office of Public Instruction, 2010, p. 1), 
indicating that students at risk may have a number of factors that influence their ability to be 
successful in school (Stormont et al., 2012), while Sullivan (2009) defines students at risk of 
failure by “continuous insufficient academic accomplishment” (p. 496). Commonly, more 
general characteristics such as race or social class have been used to define students at-risk. For 
example, Sullivan (2009) includes minority status and low socioeconomic family background in 
his definition. He suggests students at risk can exhibit a number of attributes including: being 
male, experiencing low self-esteem, attention deficit difficulties, difficulty with reading, and 
limited English proficiency. However, more recently the definition of students at risk has 
broadened to include a range of limitations to learning (Bulger & Watson, 2006). These 
limitations generally fall within three different categories: background characteristics, internal 
characteristics and environmental factors (Bulger & Watson, 2006). This broader definition 
includes the student at risk who does not always value the benefits of education, may view 
school as a negative environment, may experience mental health issues, may display behavioural 
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difficulties and could be disruptive in the school setting. The student at risk may also have a high 
absentee rate. This broader definition is the one which will be adopted for the purpose of this 
article. 
 
Resilience, Social-Emotional Learning and Competence 
A great deal of research has been undertaken into the importance of resilience for success in life. 
The American Psychological Association (2014) defines resilience as “the process of adapting 
well in the face of adversity, trauma, tragedy, threats or even significant sources of stress” (para 
4). However, the complex nature of resilience needs to be highlighted. Alvord and Grados (2005) 
claim that resilience is not something that a person either has or does not have, but rather, that 
resilience implies the possession of multiple skills, in varying degrees, that help individuals to 
cope. In addition, Southwick, Douglas-Palumberi and Pietrzak (2014) highlight the host of 
biological, psychological, social and cultural factors that interact with one another to determine 
how we respond to stressful experiences and that may have an impact on our resilience. Masten 
(2013) defines resilience as anticipating, adapting, recovering and learning in the context of 
threats, while Alvord and Grados (2005, p. 238) coined the terms stress-resistant, invulnerable, 
and “good copers” to describe those children who, despite unfortunate circumstances in their 
lives, manage to succeed in life‟s arenas. 
While resilience is an important element for all people to possess, it is of particular 
importance for students who are at-risk, disabled or vulnerable (Condly, 2006). Although the 
positive impact of resilience training is true for all students, it has special relevance for students 
at-risk who may experience feelings of vulnerability, hopelessness, self-doubt and failure. 
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Masten (2013) sees the long-term benefits of resilience training in children as improving the 
well-being of children globally. As a result, Condly (2006) suggests that a proactive, even 
aggressive, stance on the part of the school personnel to identify students and involve them in 
school-based support programs is essential. 
Protective factors that support resilience can be characteristics of the child, family, and 
wider environment that reduce the negative effect of adversity on child outcomes. According to 
Masten and Reed (2002), protective factors are defined as “the qualities of a persons or contexts 
that predict better outcomes under high risk conditions; in effect, they are assets that matter when 
risk or adversity is high” (p. 77). Commonly identified protective factors include a positive and 
supportive school climate, as well as positive peer connections and the opportunity for prosocial 
engagement (Dowrick & Crespo, 2005; McDonald & Hayes, 2001; Schmied & Tully, 2009). In a 
broad sense, prosocial behavior and engagement consists of responses associated with helping, 
cooperating, sharing, care giving, taking turns, friendliness, affection, empathy, and/or sympathy 
(Eisenberg, Miller, Shell, McNally, & Shea, 1991; Rheingold & Hay, 1980). Findings highlight 
the significance of students experiencing positive school experiences and social engagement to 
ensure school connectivity is maintained. 
Teaching and learning in schools not only has a strong academic component but also a 
strong social and emotional component to it (Zins, Weissberg, Wang, & Walberg, 2004). Recent 
research has investigated the links between social-emotional competence and academic success 
(Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor, & Schellinger, 2011; Elbertson, Brackett, & Weissberg, 
2010) wherein findings suggested a lack of social-emotional competence can lead to a decrease 
in both a connection with school and, in turn, in academic performance (Durlak et al., 2011). 
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Findings also reinforce the notion that social-emotional learning plays a critical role not only in 
academic performance but also in attendance records, classroom behaviour, and academic 
engagement (Elbertson et al., 2010; Elias et al., 1997). Social-emotional learning is defined by 
the Collaborative for Academic, Social and Emotional Learning (CASEL) (2013) as “the process 
through which children and adults acquire and effectively apply the knowledge, attitudes and 
skills necessary to understand and manage emotions, set and achieve positive goals, feel and 
show empathy for others, establish and maintain positive relationships, and make responsible 
decisions” (para 1). 
According to the World Health Organization (2012), as many as 1 in 5 children have 
social, emotional and behavioural needs requiring support and if such support is received it tends 
to occur in school environments. Additionally, Stormont et al. (2012) state, “regardless of the 
reasons behind a child‟s risk for failure, research has clearly shown that there is a window for 
prevention of social, emotional and early academic problems” (p. 3). Once children reach the 
upper primary grades, if they are still experiencing social, emotional and academic problems, 
these problems are likely to be sustained long term. The children are then at risk for a host of 
additional negative outcomes; for example, school failure and dropping out of school (Stormont 
et al., 2012). The current study utilised this “window” to develop the student‟s social and 
emotional competence and in turn help minimise the risk of negative long term outcomes. 
Payton et al. (2008) suggest that the short-term goals of social-emotional learning (SEL) 
programming are to promote students‟ social-emotional skills and positive attitudes that, in turn, 
should lead to improved adjustment and academic performance as reflected in more positive 
social behaviours, fewer conduct problems, less emotional distress, and better grades and 
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achievement test scores. Elbertson et al. (2010) supports this view and states “SEL has been 
shown to play a critical role not only in academic performance but also in attendance records, 
classroom behaviour, and academic engagement” (p. 1026). The core outcomes of SEL are 
student social-emotional competency that allows increased self-confidence, self-awareness, and 
successful relationship skills (Payton et al., 2008). These skills lead to the increased chance of 
academic success, engagement and connections with school. 
 According to the Collaborative for Academic, Social and Emotional Learning (CASEL) 
(2013), SEL is necessary for the acquisition of life skills required to function effectively in 
today‟s society. They suggest that the five core competencies of SEL are self-management, self-
awareness, responsible decision-making, relationship skills and social awareness. These are the 
critical key social-emotional competencies that give children and youth the skills to calm 
themselves when angry, make friends, resolve conflicts respectfully, and make ethical and safe 
choices (CASEL, 2013). 
Many young people are disengaged from learning in our schools and are unhappy with 
how learning is presented to them. Standard practice or interventions promoting social-emotional 
learning and the development of social-emotional competence tend to focus on students 
participating in traditional methods of social skills development. Traditional methods of social 
skills training rely on teaching of social skills and sets of social behaviors through regular 
interaction and practice with others. Teaching strategies tend to rely on positive social 
reinforcement and repeated practice to encourage students to participate in the training and to 
strengthen their appropriate behaviors. Corrigan, Schade and Liberman (1993) suggest that 
traditional social skill interventions use a structured application of behavioural learning 
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techniques aimed at helping the students to build a repertoire of skills and ability for adequate 
functioning in the community. Many such programs occur in clinical setting away from the 
naturalistic environment where they are applied and generalised. 
While traditional interventions to teach and support students‟ social skills are 
documented as having a positive effect, some studies report traditional interventions as having 
low student engagement and high program dropout rates (Mikami, 2014). In addition, students at 
risk of school failure may not always find traditional intervention methods motivating or be 
willing to cooperate with these more conventional interventions (Ewing, MacDonald, Taylor, & 
Bowers, 2007). These findings highlight the importance of developing more engaging 
interventions to support social-emotional learning. Using alternative interventions, especially for 
those students who have traditionally been resistant to change and interventions, provides the 
opportunity to develop interventions that students find more engaging and motivating. This could 
ensure higher retention rates, greater engagement and participation by students and higher rates 
of success in addressing social-emotional needs. 
 
Equine Facilitated Learning 
There has been a growing use of animal assisted programmes to support the growth and 
development of children, youth and adults (Fine, 2010). Specifically, the use of horses in such 
programmes is on the rise (Trotter, 2012). Historically, therapeutic riding programmes (TRP) 
using horses have been used in a variety of different therapy roles with children, students and 
adults experiencing a range of disabilities and support needs (Trotter, 2012). Therapeutic riding 
programs have used horses as helping partners in activities which mix the benefits of therapy, 
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rehabilitation and recreation to improve the skills of participants (Trotter, 2012). In more recent 
times, the benefits from the use of horses as teaching tools with a variety of different populations 
are increasingly evident with a number of authors recognising the emotional healing capacity 
associated with horses (Carmichael, 2010; Quiroz Rothe, Jimenez Vega, Mazo Torres, Campos 
Soler, & Malino Pazos, 2005). Horses are an integral aspect of the intervention and are more 
effective than other animals or people because as Trotter (2012) suggests, horses are “much more 
effective at confronting behaviours and attitudes than people are, partly because of their honesty 
but also because of their ability to observe and respond to nonverbal communication” (p. 9). The 
horse can be considered a „cotherapist‟ or „co teacher‟ in the team, with Quiroz Rothe et al. 
(2005) suggesting “the behaviour of a sensitive horse, provides a vehicle by which the therapist 
can use to teach the patient coping skills” (p. 373). All horses are different and require different 
approaches from participants to successfully complete tasks. Through their experience with the 
horses, individuals learn to observe and respond to behaviours of the horse instead of staying 
stuck in their own current patterns of behaviour (Trotter, 2012). The use of horses in 
interventions to support social-emotional learning helps students learn about themselves, other 
people and interacting with the world. The horses allow for an experiential and behavioural 
approach to teaching abstract concepts such as boundaries, teamwork and cooperation, as well as 
cognitive skills such as organizing behavior and strategizing to accomplish goals. According to 
Levinson (as cited by Brown, 2005), “Horses react as a mirror to the person who‟s with him” (p. 
9). They are inherently co-operative animals and are fine-tuned to the body language and 
emotions of both people and other horses (Burgon, 2014). It is suggested by Burgon (2014) that 
because “horses are so effective at reading a person‟s body language and emotions, it is 
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suggested that they offer a mirror to our own behaviour because they provide immediate and 
accurate feedback” (p. 26). Being a prey and herd animal, horses want to feel safe and are always 
on the lookout for predators. A horse will become very fearful around people that are aggressive, 
noisy, disrespectful or too controlling. On the other hand, if the person makes reasonable 
requests rather than demands the horse will begin to cooperate. Horses are always looking for a 
leader. This is why horses are so good to use in interventions with children (Burgon, 2014). A 
child who is given just a little insight into dealing with a horse in the right way can become the 
natural leader the horse is looking for. The horse in return feels safe and peaceful and will 
cooperate with what the child asks of him (Brown, 2005). 
Studies have demonstrated that horses are perceived as a novel and motivating aspect in 
interventions, and can help to promote self-esteem, confidence and to build trust and attachment 
(Burgon, 2014). Studies have shown promising results for using horses in interventions to 
support social-emotional learning. The benefits of programmes which promote relationships with 
horses have included improvements in behaviour and emotional disorders traditionally resistant 
to change and intervention, improvements in socialisation, communication and self-esteem as 
well as mental health and physical wellbeing (Carmichael, 2010; Memishevikj & Hodzhikj, 
2010; Quiroz Rothe et al., 2005). 
 A variety of different terms have been used to describe horse assisted programmes. These 
vary depending on the focus of the programmes; however, terms include hippotherapy, equine 
therapy, equine assisted counselling, equine facilitated psychotherapy and equine facilitated 
learning, to name a few. For the purpose of this study and considering the type of programme 
being conducted, equine facilitated learning (EFL) was considered the most appropriate term and 
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will be used for the remainder of this paper. Burgon (2011) states that the aim of EFL is “to 
provide alternative therapeutic and learning opportunities through experiences with horses 
alongside specialist practitioners” (p. 165). 
 
Equine Facilitated Learning and At-Risk Students 
Whilst equine therapy is still in its infancy, over the last decade it has been gathering increasing 
interest as a new approach likely to support a variety of student needs (Bowers & MacDonald, 
2001; Burgon, 2011; Ewing et al., 2007). The use of equine facilitated therapy with at-risk 
students is gathering momentum, but to date limited research has been reported as to the 
effectiveness of such programmes with students who have social-emotional needs and/or at risk 
of school failure (Ewing et al., 2007). The behaviour of a sensitive horse can provide a means for 
the teacher to be able to teach the student with specific social-emotional needs the appropriate 
social-emotional coping skills and resilience (Quiroz Rothe et al., 2005; Roberts, Bradberry, & 
Williams, 2004). Horses are non-judgmental, motivational (Bowers & MacDonald, 2001; Yorke, 
Adams, & Coady, 2008) and can be used as a metaphor (Karol, 2007; Klontz, Bivens, Leinart, & 
Klontz, 2007), which may provide many benefits when working with at-risk students. The horse 
can also be instrumental in building self-esteem, confidence and mastery (Bizub, Joy, & 
Davidson, 2003; Trotter, Chandler, Goodwin-Bond, & Casey, 2008), adaptive behaviour (Kaiser, 
Smith, Heleski, & Spence, 2006; Schultz, Remick-Barlow, & Robbins, 2007), as well as 
effective at helping students learning how to build trust and form attachments (Brooks, 2006; 
Chardonnens, 2009; Yorke et al., 2008). Roberts et al. (2004) suggest that children will translate 
caring for an animal into caring for themselves and that communication and socialisation are 
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stimulated through interactions with the animal. Self-esteem in students may also be positively 
influenced by the ability to positively influence outcomes for another being, in this case the horse 
(Quiroz Rothe et al., 2005; Roberts et al., 2004). Ewing et al. (2007) suggest that the use of 
horses as a therapeutic intervention with students at risk is a credible area of research which has 
been underutilised. Promising results in research to date (Ewing et al., 2007; Jarrell, 2009; 
Quiroz Rothe et al., 2005; Roberts et al., 2004) suggest this is an area that requires further 
investigation and structured research, especially in relation to supporting students with social-
emotional needs. 
 This paper reports on a novel pilot programme focussed on the use of equine facilitated 
learning (EFL) to promote student resilience and social-emotional learning and, in turn, to 
improve their level of engagement with and connection to the school environment. The 
exploratory study discussed in this paper employed an equine facilitated learning programme 
(EFLP) to promote and support the social-emotional learning of the students involved. This 
programme required students to work with and care for horses and interact with each other. It 
was designed to not only teach the students about equine care and how to ride but had a specific 
focus on using the equine programme as a way of facilitating the development of social-
emotional competence and resilience of students perceived of as at risk of school failure. 
 The study‟s significance is that it employed innovative, underutilised and motivating 
techniques and strategies through EFL to develop resilience and social-emotional competence in 
students at risk of school failure. Valuable insight provided by the students has also been 
considered to help inform teaching practice in relation to social-emotional learning and school 
success. In addition, listening to the voices of students has been suggested as one of the most 
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valuable ways to assess whether a student has been successfully included within a particular 
school or environment (Billington, 2006; Davidson, 2010). The researcher‟s professional 
knowledge can be expanded by listening to and reflecting on insider accounts (Davidson, 2010). 
 The aim of the study was to identify how horse care programmes may be useful learning 
tools for students identified as at-risk and to ascertain the value of EFLPs in meeting the needs of 
these students. The paper analyses the programme from the students‟ perspective. The research 
questions were: 
 How can an equine facilitated learning programme (EFLP) according to student 
perceptions support social-emotional learning in students „at risk‟ of school failure? 
 How does an equine facilitated learning programme support the needs of students „at 
risk‟ of school failure? 
 
METHOD 
This pilot inquiry was conducted to examine the experiences of a group of 11 upper primary 
school students participating in an EFLP. This equine program was specifically designed as a 
social-emotional learning program. While the equine program discussed in this study predated 
the current accreditation available to facilitators, facilitators had participated in a preliminary 
accreditation training program with the organisation that is now recognised as PATH 
International. A case study approach was used to construct rich experiential understandings of 
the EFLP (Stake, 2000). The study looked at the students‟ participation from the perspective of 
the students themselves. 
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Participants 
By means of purposive sampling (Patton, 2002), 11 upper primary school students (five boys and 
six girls) between the ages of 10 and 13 were invited to participate in this study. The students 
were enrolled in a large mainstream primary school on the outskirts of Brisbane, Australia. The 
school has a population of approximately 1,050 students across 40 classes from Prep to Year 7. 
The school has over 36 ethnic groups represented, and English is a second language for 39% of 
the student population. Due to the community‟s low socioeconomic status, the school receives 
additional funding of $720,000 over a 4-year Partnership Agreement. Through a range of 
consultative processes this money is directed towards improving both the literacy and numeracy 
outcomes of the students as well as their engagement with learning. The school‟s focus is on 
supporting the individual needs of the learner and the school has a Special Education Unit that 
provides additional support for children with special needs. 
The selection of participants involved the school welfare team staff identifying and 
recruiting suitable candidates between 10–13 years of age. Participants were selected because the 
school welfare team considered these students to be at risk of school failure and because the 
students had displayed social-emotional and behavioural difficulties within the school 
environment. Attendance, retention and engagement at school were also considered. The school 
welfare team consisted of a guidance officer, a school administration representative, a well-being 
and inclusion teacher, the Environmental Education Teacher, and the Learning 
Engagement/Behaviour Support Teacher in liaison with relevant class teachers. The team 
disseminated and distributed information and consent packages to the relevant students and their 
families and, together with the researcher, were available to both students and parents for support 
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or additional program information. The program was promoted to the students as a horse care 
program and the students were not told ahead of time that the program was geared towards 
promoting social-emotional learning. 
The participants included five males: “79” aged 13, “Storm” aged 12, “9” and “Phil” 
aged 11, and “Lowey” aged 10. There were six female participants including: “DP” aged 13, 
“Marlene” and “Boo” aged 12, “7” aged 11, and “Ness Nessa” and “10” aged 10. 
 
Setting and Approach  
The EFLP involved the students participating for two hours per week during school hours for an 
8-week block. The horses to be used had been specifically selected for their temperament and the 
project required students to work with, care for, and ride the selected horses. The programme 
was not conducted at the school site, but at an off campus Equestrian Centre. The EFLP had a 
high staff to student ratio of one adult per two students. 
 The programme relied on two EFL staff from outside the school community (who were 
specially trained to work with horses and special needs students) leading/facilitating the 
programme. The two facilitators were supported by two teaching staff from the school, the 
Environmental Education Teacher and the Learning Engagement/Behaviour Support Teacher, 
both of whom had prior experiences with horses, and an additional volunteer staff. 
A number of risk assessments and relevant safety procedures required for this type of 
activity were implemented and maintained throughout the course of the programme. In addition, 
the premises where the program was conducted had a public liability policy and the instructors 
for the activities each had their own insurance policies. Students were transported to and from 
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school to the EFLP venue by the school support team. In addition to the parental consent for 
participation in the EFLP, consent was also obtained for participation in the associated research 
project. This project was given ethical clearance by the Human Research Ethics Committees of 
both the University and public education system involved. In addition, written informed consent 
was gained from all participants including the teachers and students, as well as the parents of the 
students and the school administration. All names reported in the study are pseudonyms; the 
students were given the opportunity at the beginning of their interviews to provide their own 
pseudonym for their interview data (Alderson & Morrow, 2004). 
 
The Equine Facilitated Learning Program (EFLP) – The Content 
The EFLP was an 8-week programme with each week having a specific focus. Subsequent weeks 
revised concepts, information and knowledge from previous weeks. The programme was 
adaptable and flexible and progress to a more difficult stage did not occur if staff thought it is 
unsafe or inappropriate to do so. The themes each week were designed to lead to the next stage 
of the program. Each session used affirmative language, e.g., “by the end of today you will be 
able to identify and catch two horses from the paddock ready for the farrier ...”; “Next week you 
will be able to take apart a bridle and put it back together ready for use ...” The EFLP aimed to 
use horses together with team work and individual tasks to both develop team working skills and 
to draw out the personalities and capabilities of individuals. A brief outline of the weekly focus 
of the EFLP is presented below: 
Week  1- Getting Acquainted 
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 Introduction to the facilities and safety rules around horses 
 Learning to identify, understand and read the horse‟s emotions and behaviour and 
react accordingly  
Week 2 - Horsemanship - The Basics 
  Understanding how to care for and respect horse needs 
Week 3 - Catching and Leading Horses 
 Practice catching, leading and grooming horses  
Week 4 - Communication with the horse off the saddle  
 Lunging, Use of Wands and Liberty Training  
Week 5 - Getting Acquainted with Riding Tack - Equipment Care 
 Putting a bridle together (team challenge) and sitting on a saddle (off the horse) 
and how to communicate with the horse with balance 
 Putting the bridle and saddle on the horse (ready for future riding session) 
Week 6 - Communication with the Horse on the Saddle Working with Horses 
 Relaxation & stress management skills which support both student and horse 
stress 
Week 7 - Trust building exercises on horseback  
Week 8 - Obstacle Courses - Working as a team including the horse  
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 Working as a team (including peers and horse) to achieve set goals and develop 
social-emotional learning skills 
 Final presentations 
 
Data Collection 
The project was targeted at evaluating at-risk students‟ perceptions of an EFLP. Ethical standards 
for research with children were considered in planning this study, such as attention to informed 
consent and ethical interview procedures. These issues are similar to those discussed by Mahon, 
Glendinning, Clarke and Craig (1996) and Ward (1997). Data was collected from 11 students 
who were experiencing social-emotional difficulties and were at risk of school failure through 
the use of semi structured interviews (Minichellow, Aroni, Timewell, & Alexander, 1995) prior 
to and post EFLP participation. The data was collected over two school terms (approximately six 
students per term over the course of two different EFLPs). To gain access to the experiential 
world of the 11 participants, data was gathered by means of two semi-structured in-depth 
interviews. Appointments for the participants‟ interviews were scheduled in consultation with the 
students and school staff in order to minimise disruptions to the students‟ everyday life at school. 
The students were advised in advance of the time and location of their interviews and that their 
interviews would be audio recorded and transcribed verbatim for analysis. The interviews were 
conducted by the author in a private quiet room at the school where all of the students felt 
comfortable. 
 The initial questions were developed by the researcher for the first semi-structured 
interview (Appendix A) and were intended to guide the interviews rather than dictate what was 
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specifically to be asked (Smith & Osborn, 2008). Producing a questionnaire schedule beforehand 
helped the researcher conceptualize potential topics to be addressed or hoped the interview 
would cover (Smith & Osborn, 2008). The open-ended questions provided a common base for 
the content and structure of the interview as well as providing potential opportunities for the 
interviewer to pursue in-depth conversations with the participants concerning their particular 
individual EFL experiences (Patton, 2002). The aim of the interview was to gain information 
from the students about their perceptions of their participation in the upcoming EFLP and what 
they thought would be achieved by programme participation. 
 At the end of the programme, a similar process was followed to develop a post-
programme interview as a guide for the second semi-structured interview (Appendix A). The aim 
of this post EFLP interview was to gain information from the students about their perceptions of 
their participation in the programme; that is, what they thought their participation achieved.  
 
Data Analysis 
A descriptive analysis of interview data was conducted whereby a straight descriptive summary 
of content of the data was organised in a way that best fit the data (Sandelowski, 2000). Analysis 
began while interviewing the participants (Charmaz, 2005). This involved listening to the audio 
recordings of the first interview as part of a process of identifying key experiences. The data 
analysis continued with a thorough reading of interview transcripts. The initial reading was 
followed by a second reading and active line-by-line coding. Throughout the process, the 
question „What meanings can we make of our data?‟ was constantly asked. Codes, links between 
codes, and notes were recorded on copies of the transcripts (Charmaz, 2005). The descriptive 
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analysis process was continued until categories emerged that gave us insight into how students 
perceived their experiences of EFLP and the influence on their schooling. Time 1 and time 2 
interviews were analysed separately and then compared. Each set of student data was looked at 
separately and then comparisons with other students done afterwards. Emergent coding was used 
to analyse the qualitative data. 
 The accuracy of the data collected and the reliability of the analyses were assured using 
the following verification procedures. First, two external researchers assessed the accuracy of 
interview transcripts. Second, these external researchers reviewed the line-by- line coding to 
ensure the rigor of the qualitative analyses (Glaser, 1992). Last, they conducted a comparison 
between the emergent categories and audio recordings to check whether the findings of the 
analyses were supported by the data (Creswell, 1998). 
RESULTS 
Two main themes emerged from the students‟ interviews conducted prior to the EFLP. While 
there was no surprise in the fact that the students‟ initial interview responses reflected 
expectations to acquire knowledge about horses, horsemanship and riding, there was also an 
overwhelming suggestion by all of the students that the EFLP would support the development of 
resilience and, in turn positively influence their social-emotional wellbeing. Some of the specific 
aspects of resilience building that emerged in the students‟ comments included: gaining 
confidence, developing communication skills, coping with teasing and bullying, learning to relax 
and manage stress, and developing attending skills and task perseverance. 
 The themes that emerged from students‟ pre-programme interview expectations were 
confirmed in their post-programme interviews. Post project interview findings showed that the 
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students‟ pre-programme expectations were reinforced and consolidated by their EFLP 
participation. As a result of their participation in EFLP, the students had seen not only their skills 
with horses improve but they had also made the connecting link between the EFLP and its 
developmental benefits to their social-emotional skills. In addition, they were able to see a 
similar link between EFLP participation and how the skills could help them at school with their 
learning. Two students felt they learned more through the programme than they normally would 
have at school, while another student indicated learning just as much as would have occurred at 
school but different things were learned. They all really enjoyed riding the horses and being able 
to interact with them. 
 The two themes of horsemanship and developing resilience will be discussed below, but 
in more detail with student quotes from both pre- and post-programme interviews. The identified 
aspects related to building resilience will also be discussed including: gaining confidence and 
developing communication skills; emotional regulation and coping with teasing and bullying; 
and, learning to relax and manage stress. 
Horsemanship 
Prior to their participation in the EFLP, all of the students expressed an expectation and desire to 
learn more about horses, horsemanship and how to ride a horse. These expectations are reflected 
by 7‟s comments: 
 
I think that maybe if like when I help, like do something for a horse or something … like 
how to like know and like how to talk to it and make sure that it can understand you … 
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Umm looking after a horse and knowing its name … Umm I would also like riding a 
horse … Umm grooming a horse. 
 
In the post-programme interviews, all of the students recognised that the programme was 
effective in helping them with their horsemanship and their connections with horses. They 
expressed enjoyment in both learning how to interact and how to engage with the horses, as 
summarised by 7‟s description:  
 
That horses are your friends and if you take care of them they‟ll take care of you … I 
enjoyed getting to know the horse and just riding it … Um how to make friends with the 
horse, show them you‟re a friend. 
 
Resilience 
All of the students who participated in the EFLP supported the idea of the programme having 
helped develop their resilience skills and, in turn, having a positive influence on their social-
emotional wellbeing. As a result of EFLP, the students appeared to develop skills in coping and 
perseverance; this was reinforced by 9‟s comment “It will help me be able to stand my ground 
sometimes”. 
 Specific aspects of resilience that emerged in the students‟ post-programme comments 
included: gaining confidence, developing communication skills, emotional regulation and coping 
with teasing and bullying, learning to relax and manage stress, as well as developing their 
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attending skills and perseverance with tasks. A more detailed presentation to explain the results 
appears below.  
 
GAINING CONFIDENCE AND DEVELOPING COMMUNICATION SKILLS 
Prior to the EFLP, many of the students stated that they felt the programme would help them to 
gain confidence and improve their ability to communicate with others. One student, Boo, 
recognised the need for help with developing more confidence and expressed an expectation that 
participation in the EFLP programme would be beneficial. Boo felt the programme would assist 
her to gain the skills she needed to be more confident in social situations and within the school 
context. She perceived the programme would help as she stated “how to gain our confidence”. 
One area Boo identified was a lack of confidence in oral presentation and was of the opinion that 
the EFLP might help her develop greater confidence when making oral presentations when she 
stated “it might give confidence for oral presentations”. When asked how the programme may 
help with this, Boo stated: “Um probably just by going up to the horse and not being afraid and 
just trying not to self-talk in a negative way but in a positive way”. 
Other students, such as Storm, in pre EFLP programme interviews felt that it would help 
him with “communications with other people”. 79 also supported this view stating the 
programme would help “Cause then I know how to communicate with people as well”. 
Additionally, Marlene felt the EFLP would help build self-confidence by allowing program 
participants to try new things and take supported risks “Because it gives me an opportunity to do 
something else and not just school work that we do every day”. 
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After the EFLP, in the post-programme interviews, all of students said that they 
recognised that their confidence had improved since beginning the programme. Boo gave the 
example of how she had stood up for herself when confronted by another student, and DP said 
she no longer felt afraid. 7 described how the EFLP had helped her develop her confidence in all 
settings: “Well to be confident, if you‟re not confident going up to a horse you‟re not going to be 
confident really at anything”. 
Communication was another area that students felt was improved by participation in the 
programme. Storm felt more confident when communicating with a range of people and stated: 
“When I go out in the street now I‟m like hello to random people … Yeah I never used to do that 
either”. 
 
EMOTIONAL REGULATION AND COPING WITH TEASING AND BULLYING 
Emotional regulation and coping with teasing and bullying were other key themes to emerge 
from the student interviews. 79 was a student who had spent limited hours at school because of 
challenging and aggressive behaviours and had experienced limited success in school 
environments. School attendance for 79 rotated between short periods of time two days per week 
at the school and attendance at an alternate setting for support and assistance to address his 
behavioural needs. Some of the hours 79 spent at school involved EFLP participation. 79‟s 
expectations of the EFLP were that it would help him to extend his time in the school 
environment and allow for opportunities to be successful in that setting. In the pre-programme 
interview 79 stated that his participation in EFLP would benefit his learning: “Umm, more hours 
at school … how to become better at school … Yeah and I can help myself too”. Further, 79 also 
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felt that the programme would help improve his communication skills but, more importantly, 
help him to learn how to regulate emotions as reflected in the statement “Cause I can‟t get angry 
at the horse cause it always wins”. 
 Another student, 7, also had expectations that the programme would help in learning how 
to appropriately deal with and interact with other people, and clearly stated how the connection 
with horses would help do this: “Cause horses are like living people, like they‟re big animals 
and if you‟re going to treat a horse the right way you can treat your friends right or everybody 
else right”. 
 In the pre-programme interview, expectations that participation would help participants 
learn how to deal with teasing and bullying was a key focus for some students, specifically 9 and 
Boo. Boo‟s perception was that the programme would help to: “Well umm actually learning how 
to not take it to heart as people tease you”, whilst 9 felt it would “… help me be able to stand my 
ground sometimes … Umm with the kids, like don‟t let them be mean to me”. 
 When the students were asked in the post-programme interviews how they felt about 
what they had learned during the EFLP and how it might help them at school, overall it was 
perceived as being helpful in developing skills related to building resilience and coping with 
teasing and bullying at school. Boo suggested “Well I can stand up to people when they‟re trying 
to take control of me … I think it can help me by just walking away don‟t just cry about every 
little thing … How to not to take things to heart”. In comparison, DP felt it could help encourage 
a “try harder at school and other things” attitude. 
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LEARNING TO RELAX AND MANAGE STRESS 
In the pre-programme interview, Marlene thought the programme would provide opportunities to 
develop skills to better manage stress and learn how to relax by providing something nice to 
focus on or think about during difficult times. She captured the benefit as she stated of “thinking 
about things” by referencing something that happened at home: “Yeah I just think about things 
that happen at home and then I just say I‟m not going to think about it and try to do my work but 
I keep having trouble”. Marlene also stated that this would be exhibited by increased 
perseverance in activities at school and more attentional focus: “Um get better at concentrating 
at school”. 
In the post-programme interviews, at least half of the students suggested they could use 
experiential memories from the EFLP to help cope with stress, relax, and think positive thoughts. 
7 confirmed this saying, “Yeah … By just remembering some of the memories you‟ve had here”, 
while Boo explained how the ELF programme could help with stress and negative thoughts: 
“Just like how to get my mind off something if something‟s gone wrong … And if I like get teased 
about the size of me and everything, the horses can take my mind off it”. DP suggested she was 
no longer felt afraid: “I‟m not afraid no more”. Marlene was of the opinion that the programme 
and “concentrating on what I‟m doing with the horses” had given her practice at attending to the 
task at hand and would help her with concentrating on academic tasks and school work when she 
was in the school environment. 
DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 
The influence of resilience and social-emotional competence on school success is well 
documented and has been highlighted in previous research (CASEL, 2013; Elbertson et al., 2010; 
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Elias et al., 1997; Payton et al., 2008; Zins & Elias, 2006). The current study findings further 
emphasise the need for resilience training and social-emotional learning to be embedded in 
school programmes to ensure not only the students‟ academic success but also to enhance their 
social-emotional development including the development of affective skills such as how one 
deals with emotional issues and behavioural self-regulation. The study emphasises the need to 
incorporate programs that support the development of social-emotional learning and skills to 
support resilience into the school curriculum. The current study findings indicate that students 
perceived the EFLP as beneficial for them and after participating the students felt that they had 
more confidence, better communication skills and coping mechanisms to support not only their 
learning but their social-emotional wellbeing.  
These findings bolster previous researcher‟s findings (Elbertson et al., 2010; Payton et 
al., 2008) that reinforce the importance of resilience training and social-emotional programming 
as supporting students‟ academic engagement, classroom behaviour and school connections. The 
importance of resilience training and social-emotional learning for vulnerable students such as 
those at risk of failure and students with disabilities or learning difficulties is even more 
prominent and has special relevance. 
The purpose of the current study was to consider how using an EFL programme could be 
used as a vehicle to support the development of resilience and social-emotional competence with 
students at risk of school failure. The findings of this pilot study have demonstrated that students 
who participated in the EFLP felt the programme developed not only their horsemanship skills 
but also had a positive effect on other aspects of their learning. A key finding was that 
participation in the EFL programme could further develop the resilience of students at-risk. 
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Students felt the programme enhanced the development of important aspects of both resilience 
and social-emotional competence. Working with the horses helped the students to have a better 
understanding of not only horse behaviour and the reasons why the horse may react in specific 
ways, but also allowed them to look at their own behaviour as well as how they engage with a set 
task or other people. Use of EFLP horse activities were used to help support and practice many 
of the essential skills required to nurture resilience. These skills included helping the students to: 
a) self-regulate their behaviour (that is, understand and manage their own behaviour, feelings and 
emotions); b) make connections and develop friendships with others, engage in positive 
interactions and work effectively with others; c) identify and develop relaxation and stress 
management skills; d) learn how to communicate effectively and increase their confidence; e) 
use of humour and rapport; f) work flexibly and persevere at a task until they succeed; g) manage 
your own and others care needs; h) plan and successfully carry out achievable goals; and, i) 
experience success. Inherent aspects of the EFLP that contributed to the development of 
resilience for the students included: 
 looking after, caring for, managing and respecting the horse‟s needs (both individually 
and as part of a group);  
 learning to understand and read the horse‟s emotions and behaviour and react accordingly 
through observation of the horses and their behaviours and in turn consider how this 
influences their own behaviour or may apply to other people‟s behaviour; 
 looking after, putting together and using horse riding tack; 
 abiding by safety rules around horses (e.g., wearing safety gear, not walking around the 
back of the horse);  
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 catching, leading and grooming a horse (reading the horses behaviour and be aware of 
your own in the process); 
 communicating with the horse when working with, riding or lunging them;  
 exercises on horseback to develop trust (e.g., closing your eyes for a circle); and,  
 working as a team (including peers and horse) to achieve set goals and tasks (e.g., design 
and set out an obstacle course to lead the horse through). 
 
The students understood how developing the skills that they had learned by participating in the 
EFLP could in turn have a positive effect in the school environment. Furthermore, these findings 
support a range of studies that have also used an equine facilitated programme to facilitate 
learning not only in horsemanship but also resilience skills (Quiroz Rothe et al., 2005; Roberts et 
al., 2004). The current study draws attention to the findings of previous studies and offers 
additional support to their claims that EFL can help address the needs of students at risk with 
learning appropriate social-emotional skills and developing resilience by using horses (Ewing et 
al., 2007; Jarrell, 2009; Quiroz Rothe et al., 2005; Roberts et al., 2004). Additionally, the current 
study found that aspects of perceived resilience, such as student‟s communication practices, self-
confidence, emotional regulation and stress management skills were enhanced as a result of EFL 
participation. The findings provide additional support for the successful application of novel 
programmes such as EFL to provide resilience training for all students but with particular 
emphasis for at-risk students and those with disabilities or learning difficulties. 
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Implications for Practice 
Supporting resilience training and the development of social-emotional learning of students at 
risk of school failure, and students with disabilities, learning difficulties or other special needs, is 
beneficial: 
 for all aspects of their learning; 
 in enhancing their connections to school;  
 for developing their affective skills and self-regulatory behaviours; 
 for improving their social-emotional competence; 
 for improving their communication skills such as the ability to follow directions 
and communicate with others; and, 
 in helping increase their attendance, engagement, rapport, confidence, and 
attention. 
For all students but particularly students at risk, with disabilities, and those with special 
needs, educators need to consider looking at ways to support resilience and implement social-
emotional learning into all aspects of learning. In addition, using novel programmes such as EFL 
can provide benefit and support to resilience training and social-emotional learning within school 
programmes. Using innovative and novel approaches may develop resilience and enhance the 
SEL of students but also encourage them to: 
 be motivated; 
 be engaged; 
 develop some life skills; 
 experience some positive outcomes and success in school activities; 
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 gain confidence;  
 improve their affective skills, understanding of emotions and self-regulation; and, 
 generalise the skills to other contexts. 
Novel programmes which involve animal-based learning and specifically equine learning appear 
to have particular application not only with students at risk but also students with disabilities or 
special needs. More specific detail of recommendations can be found in Table 1. 
[Insert Table 1 about here] 
Implications for Research 
Given the limited number of participants in this study, further application of EFL to a larger 
number of students at risk would be useful. In addition, applying EFL to a larger age range 
including adolescents 12–16 years of age would be beneficial, as would extending the length of 
time students engaged with EFL. Other useful research ideas would include a planned 3- and 6-
month follow-up to see if the benefits have been maintained and the implementation of EFL in 
one-to-one, and both small and medium-sized groups. In addition, consultation with parents and 
teachers to check if the perceived changes as discussed by the students were also witnessed by 
parents and teachers would be useful. Further study which examined the change in standardized 
resiliency scales over time would be beneficial and would provide a more quantitative research 
approach to demonstrate significant change over time. One of the ongoing criticisms of equine 
research is the use of qualitative procedures that rely on self-reported changes in “feelings” 
without controls to measure these changes (like standardized measures, and self-efficacy 
measures). Other criticisms include the lack of a consistent intervention that could be replicated 
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by other researchers. Future research that employs a mixed methods approach and provides a 
stronger research design to verify and support some of the claims would be useful.  
Limitations 
Eleven students from a single primary school in a metropolitan area of Australia does constitute 
a recognized limitation of the study. While the authors acknowledge that the views in this study 
are specific to the participants in the study and limit their generalisation to the wider population, 
the study does offer a careful analysis of their thoughts and ideas and provides the opportunity 
for replication in future research. On the basis of previous research and the current effort, it is 
evident that listening to the voices of students can facilitate school improvement (Rudduck & 
Flutter, 2004) and, importantly, direct attention to significant aspects of schooling that can be 
over-looked (Humphrey & Lewis, 2008). This includes the social-emotional aspects of school. 
While students did not talk directly about these aspects of school being overlooked, their 
interview data highlighted these aspects of schooling as being of importance in their success at 
school and helping to support school connectedness. The voices of the student participants have 
been as valuable as professional views, but they also proved the value of animal therapy in 
supporting students through a unique and motivating way. 
 
CONCLUSION 
The novel pilot programme described demonstrated that equine facilitated learning (EFL) can 
promote the social-emotional learning of students at risk of failure and, in turn, improve their 
level of engagement with and connection to the school environment. Findings from the study 
indicated that the students‟ expressed views reflected more than having learned horsemanship; 
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they described developing aspects of resilience and skills acquisition that would enhance and 
strengthen their school participation and, ultimately, provide some protection against failure. 
 
  
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [B
eth
 Sa
gg
ers
] a
t 0
2:1
5 1
6 D
ec
em
be
r 2
01
5 
ACCEPTED MANUSCRIPT 
ACCEPTED MANUSCRIPT 34 
REFERENCES 
Alderson, P., & Morrow, V. (2004). Ethics, social research and consulting with children and 
young people. London: Barnardo‟s. 
Alvord, M. K., & Grados, J. J. (2005). Enhancing resilience in children: A proactive approach. 
Professional Psychology: Research and Practice, 36(3), 238–245. doi:10.1037/0735-
7028.36.3.238  
American Psychological Association. (2014). The road to resilience. Washington, DC: American 
Psychological Association. 
Australian Institute of Health and Welfare. (2008). Making progress: The health, development 
and wellbeing of Australia‟s children and youth. Retrieved from 
http://www.aihw.gov.au/WorkArea/DownloadAsset.aspx?id=6442459890 
Billington, T. (2006). Working with autistic children and young people: Sense, experience,  
and the challenges for services, policies and practices. Disability and Society, 21, 1–13. 
Bizub, A. L., Joy, A., & Davidson, L. (2003). “It‟s like being in another world”: Demonstrating 
the benefits of therapeutic horseback riding for individuals with psychiatric disability. 
Psychiatric Rehabilitation Journal, 26(4), 377–384. 
Bowers, M. J., & MacDonald, P. M. (2001). The effectiveness of equine-facilitated 
psychotherapy with at-risk adolescents: A pilot study. Journal of Psychology and 
Behavioural Sciences, 15, 62–76. 
Bradshaw, C. P., O‟Brennan, L. M., & McNeely, C. A. (2008). Core competencies and the 
prevention of school failure and early school leaving. In N. G. Guerra & C. P. Bradshaw 
(Eds.), Core competencies to prevent problem behaviors and promote positive youth 
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [B
eth
 Sa
gg
ers
] a
t 0
2:1
5 1
6 D
ec
em
be
r 2
01
5 
ACCEPTED MANUSCRIPT 
ACCEPTED MANUSCRIPT 35 
development: New Directions for Child and Adolescent Development, Number 122 (pp. 
19–32). San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 
Brooks, S. M. (2006). Animal-assisted psychotherapy and equine-facilitated psychotherapy. In 
N. B. Webb (Ed.), Working with traumatized youth in child welfare (pp. 196–218). New 
York, NY: The Guilford Press. 
Brown, J. (2005). Horse therapy – Changing lives. Your Horse Magazine. Retrieved from 
http://www.wayofthehorse.org/Articles/horse-therapy.html 
Bulger, S., & Watson, D. (2006). Broadening the definition of at-risk students. Community 
College Enterprise, 12(2), 23–32. 
Burgon, H. L. (2011). “Queen of the world”: Experiences of „at-risk‟ young people participating 
in equine-assisted learning/therapy. Journal of Social Work Practice, 25(2), 165–183. 
Burgon, H. L. (2014). Equine-assisted therapy and learning with at-risk young people. 
Basingstoke, UK: Palgrave Macmillan. 
Carmichael, T. (2010). Could a horse help you and your clients? Swift: Social work information, 
facts and topics (The newsletter of the NSW branch of AASW), Autumn, 8–9. 
Chardonnens, E. (2009). The use of animals as co-therapists on a farm: The child – horse bond in 
person-centred equine-assisted psychotherapy. Person Centred and Experiential 
Psychotherapies, 8(4), 319–332. 
Charmaz, K. (2005). Grounded theory in the 21
st
 century: Applications for advancing social 
justice studies. In N. K. Denzin & Y. S. Lincoln (Eds.), The SAGE handbook of 
qualitative research (3
rd
 ed.) (pp. 5007–5535). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [B
eth
 Sa
gg
ers
] a
t 0
2:1
5 1
6 D
ec
em
be
r 2
01
5 
ACCEPTED MANUSCRIPT 
ACCEPTED MANUSCRIPT 36 
Collaborative for Academic, Social and Emotional Learning (CASEL). (2013). What is social 
and emotional learning? Retrieved from http://casel.org/why-it-matters/what-is-sel/ 
Collins, J., & O‟Brien, N. P. (2003). The Greenwood dictionary of education. Westport, CT: 
Greenwood Publishing Group. 
Corrigan P. W., Schade, M. L., & Liberman, R. P. (1993). Social skills training. In R. P. 
Liberman (Ed), Handbook of psychiatric rehabilitation (pp. 95-126). Boston: Allyn & 
Bacon. 
Condly, S. J. (2006). Resilience in children: A review of literature with implications for 
education. Urban Education, 41(3), 211–236. doi:10.1177/0042085906287902 
Creswell, J. W. (1998). Qualitative inquiry and research design. Choosing among five traditions. 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
Davidson, J. (2010). „It cuts both ways‟: A relational approach to access and accommodation for 
autism. Social Science and Medicine, 70(2), 305–312. 
Dowrick, P. W., & Crespo, N. (2005). School failure. In T. P. Gullotta & G. R. Adams (Eds.), 
Handbook of adolescent behavioral problems: Evidence-based approaches to prevention 
and treatment (pp. 589–610). New York, NY: Springer. 
Durlak, J. A., Weissberg, R. P., Dymnicki, A. B., Taylor, R. D., & Schellinger, K. B. (2011). The 
impact of enhancing students‟ social and emotional learning: A meta-analysis of school-
based universal interventions. Child Development, 82(1), 405–432. 
Eisenberg, N., Miller, P. A., Shell, R., McNally, S., & Shea, C. (1991). Prosocial development in 
adolescence: A longitudinal study. Developmental Psychology, 27, 849-857. 
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [B
eth
 Sa
gg
ers
] a
t 0
2:1
5 1
6 D
ec
em
be
r 2
01
5 
ACCEPTED MANUSCRIPT 
ACCEPTED MANUSCRIPT 37 
Elbertson, N. A., Brackett, M. A., & Weissberg, R. P. (2010). School-based social and emotional 
learning (SEL) programming: Current perspectives. In A. Hargreaves, A. Lieberman, M. 
Fullan, & D. Hopkins (Eds), Second international handbook of educational change (pp. 
1017–1032). New York, NY: Springer. 
Elias, M. J., Zins, J. E., Weissberg, R. P., Frey, K. S., Greenberg, M. T., Haynes, N. M., … 
Shriver, T. P. (1997). Promoting social and emotional learning: Guidelines for 
educators. Alexandria, VA: Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development. 
Ewing, C. A., MacDonald, P. M., Taylor, M., & Bowers, M. J. (2007). Equine-facilitated 
learning for youths with severe emotional disorders: A quantitative and qualitative study. 
Child Youth Care Forum, 36, 59–72. 
Fine, A. H. (Ed). (2010). Handbook on animal-assisted therapy: Theoretical foundations and 
guidelines (3
rd
 ed). London: Elsevier. 
Glaser, B. G. (1992). Basics of grounded theory analysis. Mill Valley, CA: Sociology Press. 
Humphrey, N., & Lewis, S. (2008). „Make me normal‟: The views and experiences of pupils on 
the autistic spectrum in mainstream secondary schools. Autism, 12(1), 23–44. 
Jarrell, N. (2009). A healing triangle: Clients learn much about themselves through equine-
assisted therapy. Addiction Professional, 7(1), 15–20. 
Kaiser, L., Smith, K. A., Heleski, C. R., & Spence, L. J. (2006). Effects of a therapeutic riding 
program on at-risk and special education children. Journal of the American Veterinary 
Medical Association, 228(1), 46–52. 
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [B
eth
 Sa
gg
ers
] a
t 0
2:1
5 1
6 D
ec
em
be
r 2
01
5 
ACCEPTED MANUSCRIPT 
ACCEPTED MANUSCRIPT 38 
Karol, J. (2007). Applying a traditional individual psychotherapy model to equine-facilitated 
psychotherapy (EFP): Theory and method. Clinical child psychology and psychiatry, 
12(1), 77–90. 
Klontz, B. A., Bivens, A., Leinart, D., & Klontz, T. (2007). The effectiveness of equine-assisted 
experiential therapy: Results of an open clinical trial. Society and Animals, 15, 257–267. 
Mahon, A., Glendinning, C., Clarke, K., & Craig, G. (1996). Researching children: Methods and 
ethics. Children and Society, 10(2), 145–154. 
Masten, A. S. (2013). Global perspectives on resilience in children and youth. Child 
Development, 85(1), 6–20. doi:10.1111/cdev.12205 
Masten, A. S., & Reed, M. J. (2002). Resilience in development. In C. R. Snyder & S. J. Lopez 
(Eds), Handbook of positive psychology (pp. 74-88). New York, NY: Oxford University 
Press. 
McDonald, J., & Hayes, L. (2001). Strengthening welfare services for young people: The vision 
and the challenge. Youth Studies Australia, 20(1), 37–42.  
Memishevikj, H., & Hodzhikj, S. (2010). The effects of equine-assisted therapy in improving the 
phycho-social functioning of children with autism. Journal of Special Education and 
Rehabilitation, 11(3/4), 57–67. 
Mikami, A. Y. (2014). Social skills training for youth with ADHD. In R. A. Barkley (Ed), 
Attention deficit hyperactivity disorder: A handbook for diagnosis and treatment (4
th
 ed, 
pp. 569-598). New York, NY: Guilford Press. 
Minichiello, V., Aroni, R., Timewell, E., & Alexander, L. (1995). In-depth interviewing (2nd 
ed.). Sydney, NSW: Longman. 
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [B
eth
 Sa
gg
ers
] a
t 0
2:1
5 1
6 D
ec
em
be
r 2
01
5 
ACCEPTED MANUSCRIPT 
ACCEPTED MANUSCRIPT 39 
Montana Office of Public Instruction. (2010). At-risk students report. Helena, MT: Montana 
Office of Public Instruction. 
Patton, M. Q. (2002). Qualitative research and evaluation methods (3rd ed.). Thousand Oaks, 
CA: Sage Publications. 
Payton, J., Weissberg, R. P., Durlak, J. A., Dymnicki, A. B., Taylor, R. D., Schellinger, K. B., & 
Pachan, M. (2008). The positive impact of social and emotional learning for kindergarten 
to eighth-grade students: Technical report – Findings from three scientific reviews. 
Chicago, IL: Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL). 
Quiroz Rothe, E., Jimenez Vega, B., Mazo Torres, R., Campos Soler, S.M., & Malino Pazos R. 
M. (2005). From kids and horses: Equine facilitated psychotherapy for children. 
International Journal of Clinical and Health Psychology, 5(2), 373–383. 
Rheingold, H. L., & Hay, D. F., (1980). Prosocial behavior of the very young. In G. S. Stent 
(Ed.), Morality as a biological phenomenon (pp. 93-108). Berkeley, CA: University of 
California Press. 
Roberts, F., Bradberry, J., & Williams, C. (2004). Equine-facilitated psychotherapy benefits 
students and children. Holistic Nursing Practice, 18(1), 32–35. 
Rudduck, J., & Flutter, J. (2004). How to improve your school: Giving pupils a voice. London: 
Continuum. 
Sandelowski, M. (2000). Focus on research methods: Whatever happened to qualitative 
description? Research in Nursing & Health, 23, 334-340. 
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [B
eth
 Sa
gg
ers
] a
t 0
2:1
5 1
6 D
ec
em
be
r 2
01
5 
ACCEPTED MANUSCRIPT 
ACCEPTED MANUSCRIPT 40 
Schmied, V., & Tully, L. (2009). Effective strategies and interventions for adolescents in a child 
protection context: Literature review. Ashfield, NSW: New South Wales Department of 
Community Services. 
Schultz, P. N., Remick-Barlow, G. A., & Robbins, L. (2007). Equine-assisted psychotherapy: A 
mental health promotion/intervention modality for children who have experienced intra-
family violence. Health and Social Care in the Community, 15(3), 265–271. 
Smith, J. A., & Osborn, M. (2008). Interpretative phenomenological analysis. In J. A. Smith 
(Ed.), Qualitative psychology: A practical guide to research methods (pp. 53–80). 
London: Sage. 
Southwick, S. M., Douglas-Palumberi, H., & Pietrzak, R. H. (2014). Resilience. In M. J. 
Friedman, P. A. Resick, & T. M. Keane (Eds.), Handbook of PTSD: Science and practice 
(2nd ed., pp. 590-606). New York, NY: Guilford Press. 
Stake, R. E. (2000). Case studies. In N. K. Denzin & Y. S. Lincoln (Eds.), Handbook of 
qualitative research (pp.435–453). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
Stormont, M., Reinke, W. M., Herman, K. C., & Lembke, E. S. (2012). Academic and behaviour 
supports for at-risk students: Tier 2 interventions. New York, NY: Guilford Press. 
Sullivan, L. (2009). The SAGE glossary of the social and behavioral sciences. Thousand Oaks, 
CA: Sage. 
Trotter, K. S. (2012). Harnessing the power of equine assisted counseling: Adding animal 
assisted therapy to your practice. New York, NY: Routledge. 
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [B
eth
 Sa
gg
ers
] a
t 0
2:1
5 1
6 D
ec
em
be
r 2
01
5 
ACCEPTED MANUSCRIPT 
ACCEPTED MANUSCRIPT 41 
Trotter, K. S., Chandler, C. K., Goodwin-Bond, D., & Casey, J. (2008). A comparative study of 
the efficacy of group equine assisted counselling with at-risk children and adolescents. 
Journal of Creativity in Mental Health, 3(3), 254–284. 
Ward, L. (1997). Seen and heard: Involving disabled children and young people in research and 
development projects. York: Joseph Rowntree Foundation. 
World Health Organization. (2012). Social determinants of health and well-being among young 
people. Health behaviour in school-aged children (HBSC) study: International report 
from the 2009/2010 survey. Copenhagen: WHO Regional Office for Europe. 
Yorke, J., Adams, C., & Coady, N. (2008). Therapeutic value of equine-human bonding in 
recovery from trauma. Anthrozoös, 21, 17–30. 
Zins, J. E., & Elias, M. J. (2006). Social and emotional learning. In G. G. Bear & K. M. Minke 
(Eds.), Children‟s needs III: Development, prevention, and intervention (pp. 1–3). 
Bethesda, MD: National Association of School Psychologists. 
Zins, J. E., Weissberg, R. P., Wang, M. C., & Walberg, H. J. (Eds.). (2004). Building academic 
success on social and emotional learning: What does the research say? New York, NY: 
Teachers College Press. 
  
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [B
eth
 Sa
gg
ers
] a
t 0
2:1
5 1
6 D
ec
em
be
r 2
01
5 
ACCEPTED MANUSCRIPT 
ACCEPTED MANUSCRIPT 42 
Appendix A  Semi-Structured Interviews 
Pre EFL Interview Post EFL Interview 
 What do you think you might learn from 
being part of this project? 
 What are you looking forward to doing in this 
project? 
 Is there anything you are worried about or not 
looking forward to doing in this project? 
 Do you think this will be fun? 
 Do you think this will be better than what you 
do when you are at school? 
 What do you think you will learn from 
working with horses? 
 
Time will then be provided to explore 
issues/themes more deeply that emerge from 
these questions. 
 What do you think you have learnt from 
being part of this project? 
 What did you enjoy the most? 
 What did you enjoy the least? 
 Did you have fun? 
 Was it better than things you do at school? 
Why? 
 Do you think you learnt more than you do at 
school? 
 What did you learn from working with 
horses? 
 Can you use this knowledge to help you at 
school? 
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TABLE 1  EFL: Implications for Teachers in Supporting Students At-Risk, Students with Disabilities and Special Needs 
EFL program supports: Generalisation to  school context: 
Relationships with peers 
 Friendships & peer support 
 Structured, supportive learning environment using horses 
as “tools for learning” for socialising 
 Support “theory of mind” and the needs of others  
 Promote team work 
 Peer and buddy supports in class 
 Cooperative group learning 
 Team work based activities 
 Perspective taking activities  
 Classroom pets; Classroom gardens  
Supporting Resilience  
 Understanding and managing your own behaviour, feelings 
and emotions 
 Self-regulation  
 Support for positive interactions 
 Identify and develop relaxation and stress management 
skills  
 Use of humour and rapport  
 Structured, firm, fair, flexible and understanding 
teaching approach 
 Democratic style of teaching 
 Sense of humour  
 Identify and develop stress & relaxation skills 
suited to classroom environment  
 Strict bullying policy in school  
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 Model and practice effective communication 
 Persevere at a task  
 Make connections with others 
 Manage your own and others‟ needs 
 Plan and successfully carry out achievable goals 
 Specific focus on social learning embedded in 
academic tasks 
 Leadership roles in class and school 
 Managing care of “class pets” and class gardens 
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